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ABSTRACT
This study is about the identity formation of self-avowed college atheists. Guided primarily by the narrative research
design, individual life stories of 13 students in the University of the Philippines Los Baños were analyzed. As
qualitative research in this area is still in its beginning stages, this study is meant to make both a methodological and
theoretical contribution to the study of contemporary Filipino atheists. The results of the study are summed up in a
grand narrative of atheist identity construction with four phases: 1) subscribing to theism, 2) doubting theism, 3)
turning away from theism, and 4) embracing atheism.
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INTRODUCTION
This study is about the identity formation of
self-avowed college atheists from the
University of the Philippines Los Baños. An
atheist is someone who does not believe in the
existence of a god or gods (Cliteur, 2009).
Roughly 1% percent of the Philippine
population are non-believers (Philippine
Statistics Authority (PSA), 2019). Indeed, the
Philippines remains to be a highly religious
country. Statistics on religious affiliation would
show that more than 90% subscribes to
Christianity, while more than 6% adheres to
Islam (PSA, 2019). Aside from these numbers,
the “vibrant religiosity” (Sapitula and Cornelio,
2014) that is visible in the metropolis’
architectural landscape, in social media, and in
our traditions proves how deeply ingrained
religion is, both in our history and daily life.
Given this atmosphere, to be an atheist is to
defy the norm, which is to be religious or, to
some extent, affirm the belief that god exists.
The denial of the fundamental tenets of theism
in a highly religious culture is neither a simple
task nor an impulsive decision. It is a process.
As the atheist identity is generally achieved,
rather than ascribed, I ask the question: How
does one become an atheist?
Generally, the formation of atheist identity
must deal with a different social context in
creating such identity. As such, an examination
of the process of identity formation is relevant
to the study of atheism. The recent work of
Arweck and Shipley (2019) explores the
different social and spatial contexts–family,
school, and faith communities–through which
young people’s nonreligious identities are
formed. They argue that there are
“developments and dynamics against the
background of the larger global picture which
depicts a number of general trends”. These

trends include secularizing and desecularizing
tendencies, resurgence of the social
significance of religion, the decline of
Christianity in the West, revival of Christianity
in the global South, resurgence of Islam, and
the rise of the “nones” in the West.
Arweck and Shipley (2019) recognized how
religion, in a global scale, is reframed to include
nonreligion. An example of such is found in the
chapter by Beyer, Cummins, and Craig (2019 as
cited in Arweck and Shipley 2019). They
present data from their survey on the religious
identity constructions of 800 Canadian young
adults. They discovered four clusters of
religious identity construction: the standard
religious, the eclectically religious, the spiritual
but not religious, and the non-religious and
non-spiritual. This feature shows the
“substantial presence of other ways of
constructing religious identities”. They were
able to show a finer grained view of the inbetween of standard and no religious identity.
The clusters, as the authors concluded, are
contemporary transformations in the domain
of religion.
Despite the changing landscape of religious
beliefs, atheists have received little attention in
sociological literature. Majority of research
within sociology of religion remains focused on
believers (Fitzgerald, 2003; Bainbridge, 2005;
Foust, 2009). The sociology of religion in the
Philippines has the same trend. The amount of
research on the topic of atheism in the
Philippines is vastly underwhelming. The works
of Blechschmidt (2018) and Lanuza (2012) are
the only engagements, to my knowledge, to
explore this uncharted territory. A recent
ethnographic study of Blechschmidt on
organized secularism and atheism in the
Philippines focused on the collective identities
and practices of two secular organizations in
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the Philippines, the Filipino Freethinkers (FF)
and the Philippine Atheists and Agnostics
Society (PATAS) “as atheist and secularist
groups in Manila, the discursive dynamics
inside and between them, as well as the
transnational dimensions of their atheism and
activism” (2018). A sociological engagement on
atheism in the Philippines was written by
Lanuza (2012). Like Blechschmidt’s work, his
impressionistic autoethnographic reflection
focused on the lives of atheists as part of an
organization; the author being a former
member of the Philippines Atheist Circle
(UPAc).
Although the works cited above provide much
needed
insight,
qualitative
research
undertaken on atheism and rich descriptions
remain relatively scarce, particularly in the
Philippines. We cannot certainly hope to fully
understand the dynamics of atheist identity
formation with this limited supply of
information. With a limited voice within the
Philippine
sociological
literature,
our
knowledge about atheists is limited and
superficial.
This
exploratory
research
compensates for such shortcomings. My study
departs from the works of Lanuza (2012) and
Blechschmidt (2018) by looking at the
individual life stories of atheists rather than
them being a member of an organization.
While they focused on how atheism is
expressed in and by the group, I devoted my
study on the process of becoming an atheist.
Moreover, while the works of Arweck and
Shipley (2019) and Beyer, Cummins, and Craig
(2019) have explored the emerging trends and
categories of religious identity, respectively,
the social process itself is rarely the focus of
sociological research. The atheists’ life story is
at the core of this sociological investigation.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Guided by the narrative research design, I
interviewed self-identified atheists to obtain
their life stories. I used a non-probability
purposive sampling technique to find
participants for my interviews. This type of
sampling method is typically used when the
population in question is particularly difficult to
reach, “often due to their hesitance to be
identified, or because they represent a small
percent of the population” (Fitzgerald 2003),
which I found to be the case with atheists. The
participants are between the ages of 18 and 22.
Nine were males, while the other four were
females. All of them are officially registered as
students of the University of the Philippines Los
Baños at the time of the interview. The study
was conducted in the University for 18 months.
The interviews were semi-structured, allowing
for a small degree of flexibility, to ask
unexpected questions and/or seek clarification
or further explanation (Fitzgerald, 2003).
Participants were asked a series of open-ended
questions, allowing them to narrate their own
stories. When a participant drew to my
attention a key element in their story, I was
able to pursue new lines of questioning.
Participants answered questions regarding
their religious upbringing so that I could better
understand their overall investment in a
religious identity in the earlier years of their
life. They were asked to discuss their relation to
their religious community and their
experiences with religious belief and practice
both within and outside of the church.
Participants were then asked questions
regarding their atheism, including such topics
as their initial doubts, events that prompted
them to leave their faith, and their emotional
state throughout the process. The interviews
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lasted approximately 1 hour and were held on
campus. Prior to the start of each interview, I
disclosed my own personal interest with the
topic and how I chose to pursue this so the
participants would feel comfortable in
discussing their personal opinions and beliefs.
They were informed of the purpose of the
interviews and were asked to give their
consent, with the knowledge that their
participation would be kept strictly
confidential. Each of them was assigned a
pseudonym to protect their identities.
Each interview was recorded and later
transcribed, then coded. The 13 individual
narratives were analyzed in search of
consistent patterns in the participants’
responses. Being consistent with narrative
inquiry, the result is one life story of atheist
identity formation.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
I have identified four phases of atheist identity
formation: subscribing to theism, doubting
theism, turning away from theism, and
embracing
atheism.
The
participants
progressed through the phases in sequential
order, with different duration of each phase.

Subscribing to theism
The participants in my study had been exposed
to the concept of god prior to the adoption of
atheism. This is instrumental in their slow
progression out of their religious beliefs and
toward atheistic beliefs.
The participants had specifically Christian
influences in their childhoods. They were
obligated to attend religious services and show
outward signs of religiosity as a member of

their family or because many of their friends
were centered in the church community. Ryan,
who attended church regularly, said that he
followed Roman Catholicism because his
parents did so. Ada, a former Presbyterian,
commented: You listen to your parents when
you are growing up. When they make you do
something, you do it. They were given little to
no choice in attending religious functions with
their parents. Identifying with the religion of
their parents is more than superficial and
influenced by the social pressure that they felt
in believing in something.
There are other participants who felt a sense of
comfort in the idea of religion. Jerome, who
grew up going to church, especially during
Christmas season said: When you are asking
where your departed loved ones had been gone
to, it’s a nice thought to have like “Lolo is in
heaven, in a better place”. It is comforting when
you are growing up and when you do not have
the capacity to understand what life is. Jennifer
was also drawn to church and religion because
she liked the idea of salvation and heaven.
Religion, in these cases, served as a comforting
childhood idea that answered difficult
questions when they were younger about
death and the meaning of life.
As they subscribe to theism, doubts and
questions will begin to come. They slowly
became
dissatisfied
with
and/or
uncomfortable in their religious identity but
their doubts were limited and nonspecific.
Vince recalls: I believe but at the same time
some things didn’t make any sense. I hadn’t
read about atheism and I cannot articulate my
questions. I was not even a teenager, then. But
I became dissatisfied and didn’t like some of the
Catholic teachings, like the killings in the Old
Testament. It just didn’t feel right.
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Some participants mentioned negative
experiences with members of their religious
community or religious family members as a
reason for beginning a questioning process of
their faith. Ella grew up in a conservative
Christian family that went to church every
Sunday. She cited her parent’s intolerant
beliefs as reasons for her questioning. She said:
My parents weren’t, especially my dad. I mean,
basically like ‘Christian’ and ‘good person’ were
synonymous to him. I never get that.
Some participants cited experiencing a lifechanging event that made them question their
religious beliefs, and especially their belief in
god, telling that if there was a god, it did not
make sense to have evil and suffering in the
world. This was the case of Clint who recalls his
parents’ separation when he was 15 that
essentially shattered most of his childhood
religious beliefs. Carl also experienced trauma
at an early age when his friend died: It made
me think if there is somebody who is allpowerful who can save anybody, who can kill
any person, why would He let us die?

Doubting theism
In this stage, the participants are now able to
identify and articulate the reasons for their
doubts. The participants point to specific
turning points and ideas in their lives that they
interpret to validate their skepticism. Ryan, for
instance, recalls: I read a lot of Christian
commentaries. But I also read Dawkins,
Dennet, Harris, and Hitchens. And I just came to
realize that these atheists had much more
contact with reality. More tangible arguments.
I watched debates on Youtube and downloaded
some Podcasts. I did that for two years. I was
beyond convinced by the end of it. I guess that
was sort of my story in a nutshell.

These individuals were able to further support
their skepticism through independent research
or through interaction with other like-minded
individuals, including agnostics. At this stage, as
their doubts grew, they begin to distance
themselves from their previous religious
beliefs. They frequently cited the following as
their sources of doubts: lack of scientific basis,
the hypocrisy of religious people, the
This stage is largely rooted in their emotion- restrictions and conservative views of religious
laden relationships than logic and reason. One institutions, and the inconsistencies in religious
cannot fully articulate their doubts and the texts.
atheistic worldview is far from developed. But
whether their subscription to theism and slow They also argued that the lack of scientific
detachment from it is due to following the evidence is the biggest challenge to the idea of
norm of believing in god or finding comfort in god. John’s doubts, for example, were affirmed
religious teachings and becoming dissatisfied in his scientific studies: Studying physics and
with their religion or having negative the material universe leads you to realize that
experiences, respectively, there is little to everything is unified even down to a sub-atomic
exempt these individuals from questioning the level. I guess I am just one of those people who
validity of religious belief and practice.
are looking for logical explanations. The more
you find out how things work, the less you need
a god. So faith should be abandoned. We need
to live by reason. Participants came to prefer a
scientific approach to understand the world, in
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contrast to a religious worldview. They
described themselves as being rational,
practical, mechanical, skeptical, and scientific.
The rational explanations for phenomena
made believing in supernatural things difficult
for the participants.

family? What about those who were raped and
carry an unwanted pregnancy? I think the life of
women are at stake here when they don’t let us
decide for ourselves. Other participants
questioned the infallibility of the Church and
the authority of religious institutions. They
think that the separation of Church and State
Religious people’s hypocrisy was also a reason should be upheld when dealing with secular
for their doubts. When the actions of the issues.
religious people were perceived to be
inconsistent with the teachings of their religion The participants also perceived inconsistencies
or with what they thought to be a respectable and contradictions within religious texts,
behavior, they themselves became less specifically the bible. These made them
interested in theism. Vince shares this thought: question the validity of the scriptures and
They call themselves Christians but they judge subsequently, the existence of god that these
others too quickly, they are self-righteous. texts represent. John found that what he saw
That’s pure hypocrisy! Ada finds religion as as contradictions in the bible propelled him
justification to subjugate and discriminate towards atheism: He is supposed to love us all
women: This whole submission to the and He is all-powerful then why is there
husband… is unacceptable. It makes men think suffering? That “He is testing us” is not a valid
that they have the power. And there are times reason. Kyle found the biblical story of the
that they abuse it. We are at a disadvantage. Great Flood to be logically inconsistent with the
These atheists questioned whether religion doctrine of a benevolent and omniscient god.
serves a greater purpose for humanity or a In the end, he could no longer accept the bible
divisive force in society.
as a credible source of morals.
The restrictions and intolerant views of the
church also led them to disagree with the
church on social and political issues. Jennifer
argues that the church’s conservative view on
gender diminished her respect for religion:
When LGBT rights are being talked about, the
religious always use the ‘God-card’ as their last
resort. I think that’s homophobia. If they say
that God is all-loving, why discriminate? Ella
saw the church as life-denying and tediously
restrictive. She thinks the religious values
about gender are rigid: Women are not allowed
to do anything in Church, especially in its
leadership. All the decisions are from the male
members. Cora also opposed this conservative
view of the church: They control our decisions.
Why should men the only one to decide for the

Participants cited other sources of doubt as
well such lessons of history, the diversity of
religion, and the inappropriateness of the old
biblical teachings in the modern world. Unlike
in the first stage, which is largely governed by
emotions, it is clear that this phase is
characterized by better articulation of one’s
skepticism. Doubts are also substantiated at
this point by logic and reason. The general
sense of dissatisfaction in the first stage is
replaced with the confidence of leaving their
previously held beliefs. A secular worldview
begins to transpire as they turn away from god.
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trajectory. He said that although his beliefs
were in line with atheism since he was in
The gradual shift from theistic belief to second year of high school, he did not describe
atheism included a significant period of himself as an atheist until he entered college.
agnosticism. This agnosticism refers to a
transitional state where the participant feels He said that he was 14 years old when he began
uncertain about the existence of god(s) to think that what he had learned about
introduced to them in childhood. The religion in Sunday school and from his religious
participants spent many years in this situation. friends were impossible. For Jennifer, a failure
to experience God despite her prayers served
Gerald was raised as a Baptist. When he started as a catalyst for her rejection of a religious
exploring the possibility that god may not exist, belief.

Turning away from theism

he experienced feelings of guilt. However, he
managed to use his reason in order to help
alleviate such feelings: If He [God] is out there
then He understands. I would pray “God, I don’t
know if you are out there, there are no signs of
your existence so surely you cannot fault me for
not believing!” Surely God can’t fault me for
being human. Gerald’s agnosticism, however,
caused him anxiety because in this phase he
experienced a large amount of uncertainty
regarding his residual beliefs in an afterlife. Like
him, Jennifer expressed that she did not enjoy
the uncertainty that came with her period of
agnosticism.
The gradual process of becoming an atheist
often lasted in excess of 10 years and began in
late childhood or adolescence when theistic
thoughts would often linger. Although Clint
described a period of questioning beliefs after
his parents’ separation when he was 15, he did
not fully adopt an atheist identity until his first
year in UPLB. He slowly became active in
gathering information and engaging in
conversations about god and atheism.

Often the participants were hesitant to claim
their atheist identity, to renounce their faith,
and defy the normative expectations of Filipino
society. But of course, the transitional phase
came to an end, as the participants realized
they were better suited for another identity.

Embracing atheism
The final phase marks the renunciation of
previously held religious beliefs in favor of a
secular worldview. Ultimately, they accepted
that a higher power does not exist. Ryan claims:
This is who I am. A world without God is
possible and much more sensible. All
participants that were interviewed had
informed their parents of their identities and
many of their friends. Coming out as atheists
are either through personal conversations with
family members and/or friends or through
social media. Ada publicly declared her
atheism: If you go to my profile, you would see
many posts about my belief. Well, about
politics, social issues, and religion. But it’s
there. I don’t care if people agree or not.

There were also those who eventually reject
theistic beliefs without doing heavy research, There were different reactions to the
protesting against religion, or seeking out other disclosure of their atheistic beliefs. Although
atheists. Vince was a good example of this Cora said she feels comfortable with her atheist
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identity and has told her parents, she still has
not told her grandparents, saying that they
would be “upset” and “nothing really good
would come out of bringing it up.” Danny also
felt accepted in general by his family as an
atheist, but then added that he also does not
talk about religion on a daily basis, especially
“at dinner table when the whole family is there.
There are much more appropriate things to talk
about.”
Some participants did feel some level of fallout
upon informing their family members of their
atheism. Jennifer said: My mother is a little bit
sad that I had adopted that [atheism]. Just
because she had spent so much time trying to
raise me as a Christian. Carl reported feeling
accepted as an atheist by his father, who he
suspects is also an atheist, but feels slightly
different about his mother, saying: My mom is
fine with me believing whatever I want to. But I
think she’s in denial of what I really am. John
felt that his parents and his whole family do not
accept his atheism at first. Eventually they
stopped making him go to church, and his
father eventually accepted him. However, his
mother was still hopeful that one day her son
will believe again. Vince did not tell his
grandparents about his identity “out of
respect.” These examples show that although
they do not experience dramatic consequences
for their atheism, there is still a discomfort that
accompanies an atheist identity that many
participants expressed.
Embracing atheism was seen to be the final
step in a long and gradual process of
deliberation. Atheistic identity will take time to
be fully accepted by the individual. Ryan
articulated this very well: It’s not like a light
switch. You have been brought up your entire
life up to that point to believe in something.

Throughout my teenage years it became a
stronger agnosticism and then atheism. It took
until the time I was about nineteen or twenty
until I identified with atheism. It was a gradual
process.
Through this research, I was able to expand
our knowledge and provide a more detailed
account of the life stories of atheists. The
studies of Lanuza (2012) and Blechschmidt
(2018) focus heavily on atheists as members of
their organizations, neglecting any mention of
identity formation. The lives of these atheists
show that identity is formed in different ways
through meaningful interaction in various
contexts, echoing the arguments of Arweck
and Shipley (2019) on the emerging trends and
Beyer, Cummins, and Craig’s (2019) categories
in
contemporary
religious
identity
construction.
Without question, the atheist identity is not an
ascribed status, but one that is achieved. None
of the participants in this study were raised as
atheists. Though some of them were raised in a
secular household and some were raised in
families without commitment to religious
belief or practice, they could not possibly avoid
religious socialization altogether. The pervasive
influence of religion on Filipino culture is
unmistakable. Atheists must undergo a lengthy
process before they are to reject the cherished
beliefs of the Filipino people and accept an
identity that has received no validation in
Philippine society.
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Atheist identity formation involves the
dismantling of previously held theistic beliefs at
different phases. Oftentimes, these theistic
beliefs are well-entrenched in emotion-laden
relationships. Emotional processing and
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deliberate rational considerations are required Bainbridge
WS.
2005.
Atheism.
in the process of adopting an atheistic position. Interdisciplinary J. Res. Religion, 1. Retrieved
from http://www.religjournal.com/pdf/ijrr010
The life stories of college atheists from the 02.pdf.
University of the Philippines Los Baños builds
upon the very basic knowledge we have of Beyer P., Cummins A, Craig S. 2019.
atheists in contemporary Filipino society. But Religious/spiritual identity among younger
our understanding of atheism in the country is adults in Canada: A complex portrait. In:
far from complete. Hopefully, this research Arweck E, Shipley H. (eds.). Young people and
may strengthen our understanding of this the diversity of (non)religious identities in
complex, and often challenging, journey that international perspective. Boundaries of
one must take to claim their atheist identity.
religious freedom: Regulating religion in
diverse societies, 8 p. 15-31. Switzerland:
There are opportunities for future research in Springer.
this area, as atheists have received little
attention in sociological literature. Future Blechscmidt A. 2018. The secular movement in
investigations drawing upon a larger and/or the Philippines: Atheism and activism in a
non-Christian sample population can provide a Catholic country. Doctoral dissertation,
more nuanced picture of disbelief. Other topics University of Zurich, Faculty of Arts:
that are of great importance to this can be Switzerland.
about the influences and factors that aid in the
individual’s atheism and study of identity Cliteur P. 2009. The definition of atheism. J.
management. We know very little of how Religion Soc., 11. Retrieved from http://moses.
atheists manage their identity. Certainly, this creighton.edu/JRS/2009/2009-4.pdf.
can be no easy task for them. Atheists must
always be cognizant of the broader social PSA (Philippine Statistics Authority). 2019.
context in which the disclosure takes place 2019 Philippine statistical yearbook. Retrieved
because they live in such a society where their from https://psa.gov.ph/sites/default/files/
voices have been silenced and stigmatized. 2019-PSY_as-of 10March20revised_0_rev703
Undoubtedly, much research is needed to _0.pdf
strengthen our understanding of what it means
to live in a highly theistic society such as ours. Fitzgerald BA. 2003. Atheists in the United
States: The construction and negotiation of a
nonnormative identity. Doctoral dissertation,
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